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About the Book

The war is only into its second year, but already it has claimed one victim from the Adams family. Emily, Boots’s cherished wife, has died in an air-raid, and the whole family mourns her. But for Polly Simms the prospect of a new life dawns, while the members of the younger generation who are in uniform, and doing their bit for King and Country, have their own problems to contend with. Tim has been posted to Scotland, to train as a Commando, and has met the lovely young officer Felicity; Eloise, now a sergeant in the ATS, is enjoying her new job as driver to the formidable Major Lucas. And has Rosie, now commissioned, lost her heart at last?

The Blitz all but destroys the factory in Shoreditch, but Sammy and Tommy Adams manage to find some alternative accommodation. And love is in the air – for young and old alike – as the Adams family refuse to let Hitler get the better of them.
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Chapter One

THE FIRST GREAT Fire of London occurred in 1666, by accident. The second happened on the night of December 29, 1940, by design. It began in the late evening, when an initial wave of German bombers, unchecked by the flak of anti-aircraft batteries, flew in over the City and dropped hundreds of incendiary and explosive bombs on the targets below. Hundreds became thousands as other formations followed at intervals in a progressively horrendous attempt by the Luftwaffe to annihilate the heart of London and the riverside docks.

Many of Sir Christopher Wren’s world-famous churches were reduced to smouldering shells. Miraculously, St Paul’s Cathedral escaped the onslaught, although buildings were ablaze all around it, and there was the awesome sight of the great dome silhouetted against a background of leaping flame. Just as awesome was the impression, created by blazing buildings in the docklands, that the Thames itself was on fire.

Hundreds of shops and office buildings were destroyed, and so were a large number of houses and other dwellings on the perimeters of the City. Three hospitals were hit, but casualties there were mercifully minimal. All through the terrifying night, people in public shelters or down in the depths of underground railway stations, felt that inner London was vibrating and shuddering under the shock of high explosives. From the fiery onset until smoking dawn and beyond, the police, the ambulance services, the fire brigades and the men and women of Civil Defence stayed on duty.

The bombs and incendiaries, aiming for the docks north and south of the river, reached out beyond and hit Finsbury, Bethnal Green, Stepney, Limehouse, Wapping, Bermondsey, Lambeth and Walworth. In Walworth, the Elephant and Castle area was flattened, the great Spurgeon’s Tabernacle destroyed.

Some bombs were dropped haphazardly well outside Central London. Tommy Adams was on duty with the Denmark Hill ARP, and his brother Sammy, on standby, was called out amid the thunder of bombers heading for the City. Sammy arrived at the post just before a wayward bomb hit and destroyed one house and damaged the properties on either side. As if struck by the hand of a fiendish giant, the house turned into a colossal heap of brick, stone, glass, tiles and wrecked timbers, above which hung clouds of dust. Nothing caught fire, but after a few minutes there was a smell of escaping gas. In the garden, a mound of shattered tiles and torn brickwork formed a barrier in front of the Anderson shelter, trapping the occupants.

Firemen, policemen, and ARP wardens reached the scene. Almost at once the shouts of firemen rent the night, shouts of warning concerning the escaping gas. But the trapped family were friends and neighbours of Tommy and Sammy, and they plunged into the rubble alongside firemen to help dig the family out. Meanwhile, a policeman, using the nearest public phone box, sent an sos to the local branch of the Gas Board.

Tommy, Sammy and the firemen, all wearing gas masks, dug into the rubble, Sammy muttering ferocious damnation to Hitler. He felt the swine had never been born of woman but had crawled out of rotted woodwork somewhere.

It took a tortuous thirty minutes to release the trapped family, and every minute was hideous with the sound of Heinkel and Dornier bombers passing overhead. Tommy thought the City must be suffering a far worse night than any so far, and said so to Sammy.

‘If you’ll excuse me, Tommy mate,’ said Sammy, heaving at bricks, ‘I’m not in the mood for talkin’.’

‘Who the hell is?’ said Tommy.

The released family, shaken and shocked, were taken care of, by which time a couple of experienced old stagers, arriving from the gasworks, had managed to clear the gas main and turn it off.

It wasn’t until the all-clear sounded at about four in the morning that Tommy and Sammy returned home, faces grimy, clothes dusty and eyes rimmed. Vi, out of the garden shelter, took one look at Tommy and ran the bath for him. Susie was momentarily shocked when she saw Sammy’s state, but quickly recovered herself and made a pot of scalding tea. While she shared it with him, Sammy gave her details of the incident. Susie said she had a feeling that thousands of incidents must have happened in the City alone. In the shelter with little Paula she had listened to the sounds of German raiders that never seemed to stop coming and going.

‘Jesus,’ said Sammy, ‘everyone could see the City was well and truly on fire. The ruddy sky itself was alight, and you can believe that, Susie. Goering’s bombers must have turned the City into hell. Tommy was worried no end, and God knows if our Shoreditch factories are still standing.’

‘Tommy will just grit his teeth, Sammy,’ said Susie, ‘and so will everyone else. So will Mr Churchill. He’ll hate what’s happening night after night, but he won’t give in, even if he’s terribly shocked about the way Hitler is killing women and children. He’ll pay Germany back in kind one day, he’ll use our own bombers as soon as we have enough. Sammy, I believe Hitler and his Nazis are going to suffer a terrible revenge, because I’m sure that one day Mr Churchill is going to roar like a raging lion. And I can’t help saying serve the Germans right.’

‘You’re talkin’ like a bit of a lion yourself, Susie.’

‘I’m a tiger, Sammy, with claws,’ said Susie. ‘Now, it’s back to bed for you, and you can sleep a bit late.’

‘I might just do that, Susie, I’m flaked,’ said Sammy, and up he went to bed.

In Berlin, Goering advised his omnipotent Fuehrer that the capital of the British Empire was now, as promised, little more than a heap of rubble, and that Churchill, the warmonger, would be on his knees begging for mercy in a day or so. His Fuehrer believed him, thus proving himself to be as mad as the March hare. Anyone, however omnipotent, who believed gasbag Goering to that extent had to be insane.

Indeed, Winston Churchill at this particular time was a growling bear of a man, and the last thing he had in mind was surrender to Hitler and his Nazis, whom he saw as a collective abomination. His prevailing moods were all aggressive, his inclinations all directed towards retaliatory bombing raids, the destruction of the Italian Army threatening British bases in Egypt, and ways and means of harassing the Germans in northern France, primarily by newly formed British Commando groups.

The news that morning brought of widespread destruction appalled him but did not lessen his determination to hang on.

Far from it.

As for Sammy, his inclination to sleep late was broken by a phone call at eight-thirty.

On the line was Mr Eli Greenberg, the well-known rag and bone merchant of South London, a long-standing friend to Sammy and other members of the Adams family.

His call brought Sammy out of bed and out of the house.


Chapter Two

AT DAYLIGHT, THOUSANDS of Londoners emerged from their shelters to face up to the sight of smouldering ruins. Prime Minister Churchill set out to survey the devastation and to show his bulldog self to bombed-out citizens. He had a message to give them, a promise that Germany would be repaid threefold.

Just after nine-thirty, Sammy was picking his way through the rubble of Lower Marsh, off Waterloo Road. In the grey light, smoke curled and drifted over the riverside, and south of Blackfriars Bridge and Waterloo Bridge, factories were down and houses had collapsed inwards. The police, the fire services, ARP wardens and medical teams were still on duty. Gangs of civilian volunteers were at work in every affected street, searching bombed homes for any signs of people who might be buried beneath mounds of brick, mortar, tiles and timber.

Beside Sammy plodded Mr Eli Greenberg. He was dark, brooding and unforgiving. His yard off Blackfriars Road had been destroyed, the yard that had been his second home and his comfort.

‘My life, Sammy, my death, vhat has our happy vorld come to? It’s the devil’s vorld, ain’t it?’

‘It’s bloody horrendous, Eli, and that’s putting it mildly,’ said Sammy. A great flood of residents had swept into public shelters at the first sound of the sirens last night, reappearing at daylight to hurry and scurry back to their houses in the hope of finding them unscathed. There were many that weren’t, and people discovering themselves homeless were gazing in shock at their bombed dwelling-places. However, help was being offered by ARP wardens, who were informing them where they could be temporarily accommodated before being rehoused. Church halls and Salvation Army hostels were among the places that could accommodate them and provide them with food and clothing. Fortunately, most children of school age had been evacuated, but a number of very young ones were still in the care of parents.

Mr Greenberg’s phone call to Sammy had informed him of the destruction of the rag and bone man’s yard, and of the fact that Lower Marsh had suffered badly. Rachel Goodman, a treasured friend of the Adams family, lived with her husband and father in a large flat above shops in Lower Marsh. Sammy arranged to meet Mr Greenberg at once, but before setting out he phoned Rachel. The number, however, proved unobtainable.

Subsequently, he kept his appointment with Mr Greenberg, meeting him at the entrance to Lower Marsh. From there they made their way to the site of Rachel’s flat.

The prevailing sense of shock hit Sammy hard then. The flat had been bombed out of existence. It was now simply a pile of rubble along with the collapsed shops below. Smoke issued, lazy and ugly. Somewhere, a fire engine clanged, and somewhere else the bell of a rushing ambulance sounded.

‘Sammy, it’s murder, ain’t it?’ grieved Mr Greenberg.

‘Worse, if Rachel and her family are under that lot,’ said Sammy, eyes fierce. ‘No, wait, they can’t be. Rachel’s daughters are in the country, and Rachel would have gone to a shelter. Benjamin would have insisted. He’s the local chief warden, isn’t he?’

‘So I believe, Sammy, so I believe,’ said Mr Greenberg, his grey-flecked beard stiff, the dust-coated brim of his round black hat casting its dark shadow over his brooding eyes. ‘Vhere has mercy gone, Sammy, vhen var like this is made on vomen and children?’

‘You tell me,’ said Sammy, looking around. People were wandering about, bewildered. A gang of men were at the desperate work of clearing collapsed brick and timber from what was left of a ruined house. A woman in a coat and Wellingtons, a green scarf covering her head, was helping the gang. ‘There she is, Eli, there’s Rachel.’ Sammy made quick strides over the littered street, Mr Greenberg following.

Mrs Rachel Goodman turned as Sammy reached her.

‘Rachel?’

She blinked at him. She was covered with brick dust, and her velvety brown eyes seemed to peer through a film of it.

‘Sammy?’

‘You’ve had a hell of a night,’ said Sammy. ‘What’s goin’ on here, are you trying to dig someone out?’

‘Sammy, oh, my God,’ breathed Rachel, ‘it’s Benjamin and another warden. They’re under here somewhere, so I was told ten minutes ago. They went in to bring a woman out after the house was partly wrecked. It collapsed on them while they were inside. But they’ve been heard. They’re still alive. Sammy, help me.’

Sammy saw a haunted expression on her dust-stained face. He took off his coat and tossed it to Mr Greenberg. He joined Rachel and the straining, striving men. There was an instinctive urge to work quickly, but it had to be controlled. Care and caution had to govern the removal of every brick, every large piece of plaster, and every shattered timber. Further collapse might prove fatal. Not many hours since, Sammy had helped to clear rubble trapping a family in their shelter on Denmark Hill. That had been a simple if muscle-straining exercise. Here, in Lower Marsh, the clearance had to be far more deliberate, the lifted rubble passing from hand to hand. Rachel, feverish in her need to have Benjamin emerge alive, was white beneath her mask of dust, and Sammy knew why she had a haunted look. She was blaming herself for what had happened to Benjamin. He had wanted to take her and their daughters as immigrants to America. Rachel was against the move, and asked Sammy and Boots to help her. They gave her some reassurance, but refrained from any positive act that would mean interfering in the affairs of a husband and wife. In the event, Benjamin’s application was turned down, but Rachel thought her plea to Sammy and Boots had borne fruit. Benjamin had taken the disappointment like a man, and when war came he volunteered immediately for service with the ARP.

Rachel had spent last night in a public air raid shelter, and of all her family only Benjamin, on ARP duty, had been in danger. Her daughters, Rebecca and Leah, were safe in the West Country. Her father, the esteemed Isaac Moses, was in the Middle East with a deputation of international Jewry seeking permission from Mussolini to enter Italy for an audience with the Pope. The intention was to try to persuade the Pope to intercede with Germany on behalf of persecuted Jews.

‘It’s my fault Benjamin’s under here, Sammy,’ Rachel breathed distraughtly, as Sammy helped her to lift a large joist that had been carefully uncovered.

‘Rachel, no,’ said Sammy. ‘There’s no blame on anyone. Boots couldn’t really do anything, nor me. The application was turned down because the American Embassy was being overwhelmed, wasn’t it? Wasn’t that what they said? Yes, of course it was, you quoted their letter to me.’ Sammy was taking brick after brick from her as she took them from the man in front of her. He threw each brick aside.

‘Sammy, I still feel it’s my fault.’

‘Well, it’s not, so stop fretting,’ said Sammy. ‘Things like this are always waitin’ to happen. Life’s like that, Rachel, there’s always happenings we don’t bargain for and can’t prevent, like Em’ly’s death. I talked to Benjamin a couple of times about the war, about what we could expect from Hitler and his mob, and it struck me each time that Benjamin wanted to see the war through here, not in America, that he’d made up his mind it was what he ought to do.’

‘You believe that, Sammy, you really believe it?’ said Rachel, bending to the work.

‘All the way,’ said Sammy. The neighbourhood was alive with activity, gangs of men specially recruited by the Government at work in other streets, and the collective sound was gravelly, grating and harsh. ‘Put any blame out of your mind, Rachel. You’ve got more than enough to worry about. It’s costing us, this war, but it’s not goin’ to cost you Benjamin. We’ll get him out.’

‘Sammy, thank you for coming—’

‘Hold up, hold up!’ It was a husky shout from the foremost man, up to his waist in a cavity. ‘Don’t move, anyone, don’t touch anything. I think we’ve reached ’em. I’m ’earing something. For Christ’s sake, tread careful and stay quiet.’ He stooped low. ‘You there, mate? You there?’

A faint voice reached straining ears.

‘Yes – yes – all three of us.’

‘Good on yer, mate. Alive and well, are yer?’

‘I am meself.’ The voice was dry and cracked. ‘But Benjy Goodman and the woman are under a beam. They’re alive, but can’t move. One end of the beam’s buried under bricks and plaster.’ The trapped man coughed. ‘If you could clear it, I could ’elp you lift the beam. I’m Warden Brooks, Dave Brooks.’ Another cough. ‘Could you let me wife know?’

‘I’m ’ere, Dave, I’m ’ere!’ shouted a middle-aged woman.

Warden Dave Brooks made an effort. His cracked voice rose from the depths.

‘That’s me girl. Go ’ome and put the kettle on.’

His wife emitted a short, slightly hysterical laugh.

The man in the cavity, still stooping, his eyes searching the dusty depths, said, ‘You ’old on now, Mr Brooks, we’ll get you all out. Don’t move, just leave it all to us. Like a mug of water?’

‘I bloody would,’ said Warden Brooks, ‘for Benjy and the lady.’

The water was brought from a standing pail while the gang sized up the situation around the cavity, Rachel tense and hollow-eyed, Sammy looking on and waiting. The enamel mug was handed down to Warden Brooks. Then the men set about the task of clearing more rubble with extreme care, Sammy and Rachel helping with the disposal of the bricks and mortar. Mr Greenberg also lent a hand.

It took a great deal of time to widen the cavity and to permit the lifting of the large joist that was pinning down Benjamin and the woman. That was done with everyone holding their breath, but once accomplished things were easier. Warden Brooks was brought out first, his face and body bruised and racked, but no bones broken. Ambulance men and women were on the spot by then, and the release of Benjamin and the woman was effected with professional care. They were smothered in dust. Benjamin, just conscious, was quietly moaning, the woman in a similar state. Rachel and Sammy watched as they were stretchered into an ambulance to be taken to King’s College Hospital. Nearer hospitals were all overwhelmed with casualties. Rachel asked if Benjamin was seriously hurt.

‘Can’t say, lady, not until he’s been examined.’ The ambulance man could have said he knew both legs were broken, but refrained. ‘Don’t you worry now, he’ll be okay.’

It distressed Rachel that there was no room for her in the ambulance, for she naturally wanted to go with Benjamin. Further, she now had to face the fact that with her home destroyed, she had nothing except her handbag and the clothes she was wearing. But her immediate need, she said, was to get to the hospital in the wake of her husband.

‘I’ll get you there,’ said Sammy. ‘Look, things could be worse.’

‘Just now,’ said Rachel, ‘tell me what’s worse than a badly injured husband and no home.’

‘Not a good question, Rachel,’ said Sammy gently.

‘Rachel, I have a home,’ said Mr Greenberg, ‘and room alvays for a friend.’

‘Every Adams family’s got a home and plenty of room,’ said Sammy. ‘I’d be happy to—’ He broke off and paused. The three of them were all drinking hot tea, supplied by the emergency services. Sammy knew he and Susie could easily accommodate Rachel. All their children were in the country, except for little Paula, their youngest. But should he offer to have Rachel? Would it work, Susie and Rachel together under the same roof? Because of the circumstances, Susie would supply any amount of kindness and help, but undercurrents would develop for certain. A happier thought occurred to him. There was one person who’d give Rachel a very warm welcome. ‘Rachel, you need a roof, a bed and comfortin’ company, and I know where you’d get all that and more. With my dear old Ma. She’s short of company, with all the family away in the Army except me stepdad, and she’ll fall over herself at havin’ you around.’

‘That’s a kindness, Rachel, ain’t it?’ said Mr Greenberg.

‘Sammy,’ said Rachel, her still lustrous looks drained of their richness, ‘how can I—’

‘I don’t have to remind you, do I, Rachel, how long you’ve been a friend of the fam’ly?’ said Sammy.

‘My life, Sammy, such a reminder would shame me,’ said Rachel. ‘There’s no-one I would more gladly turn to than your mother, but shouldn’t you ask her first?’

‘If my old Ma thought I’d do that, ask her first, she’d make my ears ring,’ said Sammy. ‘She’s the Good Samaritan’s first cousin. And might I point out you’ll be fairly close to King’s College Hospital? You’ll be able to drop in on Benjamin daily if you cross Matron’s hand with a good luck charm. I know it’s not good, his condition, but they’ll get him on his feet again, and meanwhile you can put the flags out on account of him provin’ himself a bit of a hero. All right now? Come on, then, I’ll drive you to the hospital first, then to the number one fam’ly home, my dear old Ma’s castle.’

‘Sammy, bless you,’ said Rachel huskily. ‘One can be left with nothing and then discover one has everything.’

‘In the vay of treasured friendship?’ said Mr Greenberg. ‘For sure, Rachel, ain’t it, my dear?’

‘Eli, I’ll come and see you in a day or so,’ said Sammy, ‘and we’ll see what can be done about gettin’ you a new yard.’

‘Sammy, I can get a hundred new yards,’ sighed Mr Greenberg, ‘but who vants yards on vhich bombs will drop?’

‘You need a yard well away from the City,’ said Sammy. ‘You push off home now and cheer up your missus.’ He cast another look around and shook his head. ‘Jesus, what a mess. Come on, Rachel, so long, Eli.’

‘So long, Sammy,’ said Mr Greenberg. ‘Ve ain’t down and out yet, eh? Vell, Benjamin might be down a bit just now, Rachel, but my life, a hero, ain’t he?’

‘Goodbye, Eli, thank you so much for being here,’ said Rachel.

Smoke, ash and dust clouds drifted above the City of London as Sammy and Rachel parted from Mr Greenberg.


Chapter Three

THERE WAS A happening elsewhere that morning.

‘Oh, no!’ gasped Sergeant Eloise Adams of the ATS. She was on the crown of the road, the bend too unexpectedly sharp, the oncoming car too far over, she thought. Fender made aggressive contact with fender, and there was a frightful sound of metal cracking and mangling. Both cars stopped.

‘That’s done it,’ said Sergeant Fowler, instructor. ‘Did you have to pick Major Lucas’s chariot, Sergeant Adams?’

Bombardier Wright, Major Lucas’s driver of the moment, glared at Eloise through his windscreen. In the back sat Major Lucas himself, with his adjutant, Captain Pearson. Bombardier Wright made a move to get out. The Major spoke to him and got out himself, closing the door with what Eloise thought was ominous deliberation. An Anglo-French young lady of twenty-three, she remained sitting at the wheel with her teeth clenched, determined not to admit she’d been at fault. In the Army, never admit anything that would put you at a disadvantage. Her English father had given her that piece of advice.

‘The Major wants us out,’ said Sergeant Fowler.

‘I hope he’s not going to play God,’ said Eloise, and she and her instructor alighted. Major Lucas, tall, broad-shouldered and as rugged as a heavyweight boxer, was inspecting the damaged fender. The country lane, winding, was strewn with the leaves of winter on this damp and cloudy day in late December.

‘Damn me,’ said Major Lucas, blue eyes piercing, cane in his gloved hand and an expression verging on the ferocious. Along with other battery commanders and the regiment’s co, he had not enjoyed a very good time yesterday at Brigade Headquarters. He didn’t like Brigadier Bottomley, for a start, and nor did he like his theories on how to get re-formed artillery regiments trained to cope with German panzers. The man was an idiot. ‘Is this piece of mayhem your doing, Sergeant Adams?’

‘Sir, I refuse absolutely to take the blame,’ said Eloise, and Sergeant Fowler blinked.

‘As your instructor, it’s Sergeant Fowler’s fault, is it?’ growled Major Lucas.

‘Certainly not, sir,’ said Eloise, never a young lady who could be made to feel inferior. ‘I accuse your driver of being too far over, sir.’

Sergeant Fowler swallowed. Major Lucas regarded Eloise menacingly.

‘Would you like to repeat that, Sergeant Adams?’

‘Yes, sir. I accuse your driver of being too far over.’

‘Damn my boots, you’ve said it twice. Sergeant Fowler, what’s your explanation?’

‘Very sharp bend, sir, very unfortunate,’ said Sergeant Fowler.

‘So are you,’ said the Major. ‘You’ve been guilty of dereliction of duty while in charge of a learner-driver. Report to the BSM and let him know that. Sergeant Adams, as soon as you’ve managed to drive this mangled heap back to the workshop, report to me.’

‘Very good, sir,’ said Eloise.

‘Now back off,’ said Major Lucas.

‘I’ll do that,’ said Sergeant Fowler to Eloise.

‘You won’t,’ said Major Lucas, ‘you’ll instruct your pupil, and God help you both if you allow her to back the car into the ditch.’

Really, what an uncivilized brute, thought Eloise, I’ll begin to wish I’d never agreed to be posted to his battery. But she and Sergeant Fowler got back into the car.

‘Reverse gear, Sergeant Adams,’ he said, ‘and steady as you go.’

‘I’ll show him,’ said Eloise, and under the glowering gaze of Major Lucas she performed a reverse movement that untangled the cars, although with a wrenching sound.

‘Bit noisy,’ commented Sergeant Fowler, ‘but don’t worry.’

‘Who is worrying? I am not,’ said Eloise, slowly continuing the movement.

‘We’ll only get a caution, that’s all,’ said Sergeant Fowler. ‘And a few swear words. That’s it, stop now and let them pass.’

Major Lucas re-entered his car, a Morris. His driver started up, and the car swept by. Eloise then did a three-point turn and followed the Morris back to the camp. There, she reported the happening to her immediate superior, Subaltern Rosemary Forbes, an attractive woman with a sense of humour, who laughed.

‘Excuse me, ma’am, it’s no joke,’ said Eloise.

‘Bashing the Major’s car? It’s made my day,’ said Subaltern Forbes. ‘Wait till I tell Captain Miller.’ Captain Helen Miller was the senior officer of the attached ATS unit. ‘It’ll make her day too.’

‘Then I’m pleased for both of you, ma’am,’ said Eloise, who scorned Captain Miller, a large-boned county type almost six feet tall with a way of talking through enlarged tonsils.

‘No sauce,’ said Subaltern Forbes. Sergeant Adams was very much an individualist, with quite a tongue on her, as well as an air of being above all the fussy rules and regulations of military life. ‘All right, go and report to Major Lucas, but don’t say anything that’ll make him throw the book at you.’

Eloise made her way to his office, thinking it might be like reporting to a clap of thunder. She had met him at Ramsgate at the beginning of June when he landed from one of the little ships during the evacuation of Dunkirk. He was a growling bear of a man, disgusted by the defeat of the BEF and its misuse of tanks. But he was impressed by the help she gave him, and she felt stimulated by his aggressive determination to let the brass-hats know what he thought of the BEF’S mistaken tactics. He told her he was going to get her posted for admin. duties to his battery, and had done so in August, when he told her she would become his official driver. The extensive camp, quartering the regiment of three gun batteries, was in the Peak District, the terrain as rugged as he was. The regiment at that time was still in the process of being reorganized and made up to strength following the army’s defeat in France. It was also awaiting delivery of new guns and new equipment and the admin. work involved was such that not until three weeks ago had Eloise begun intermittent driving lessons. By that time she’d become fretful at the amount of hours she spent at a desk, especially as Major Lucas did not seem to realize she was an exceptional young woman compared to the rest of the ATS personnel. Of course, there were occasions when he did compliment her on her efficiency as a member of the admin. staff, but that only made her feel she could be anybody. Well, everyone in admin, was efficient. They had to be, or he’d have sent them packing.

She knocked.

‘Come.’

She entered. Major Lucas was sitting at his desk, scribbling on a pad. He looked up. She advanced and saluted, her peaked cap slightly tilted, which was against the regulations. She knew that, and so did he, but there it was, slightly tilted and giving her a bit of French dash. Her oval features were set in a classical mould, dark lashes framing grey eyes with a hint of blue, eyes that could be either haughty or beguiling. She had known several handsome admirers, but without ever feeling she wished to commit herself to any of them.

‘Sir?’ she said, chin up, expression close to being defiant. It brought a glint to his blue eyes. He had a small jagged scar just above his right eyebrow, the result of a wound taken during the retreat to Dunkirk.

‘Yes, Sergeant Adams?’

‘I’m reporting, sir, as ordered.’

‘With your nose in the air, I see,’ he said.

‘Sir?’ she said aloofly.

‘As usual,’ he said. That was for her impertinent air. He couldn’t have cared less about her cap.

‘I cannot comment, sir,’ she said.

‘You would if you thought I’d let you get away with it,’ he said.

Really, what a difficult man he was, thought Eloise, always producing arguments that she couldn’t take up because of his rank.

‘I cannot comment on that, either, sir,’ she said.

‘Why not?’ he asked.

‘I don’t wish to be executed by a firing squad, sir.’

Major Lucas sat back. Only with a struggle did he keep his face straight.

‘I see,’ he said, ‘you’ve got hard words to say about me, have you, Sergeant Adams? What are they?’

‘About the accident, sir. I deny—’

‘Never mind that, I accept your instructor was at fault,’ he said.

‘I deny it, sir,’ said Eloise. ‘If I may be allowed to say so, it was neither his fault nor mine, and really, with bombs dropping on London every night and killing people and putting my relatives at terrible risk, I’m surprised at so much fuss, especially as I’m now already a very good driver. You will see that for yourself when I become your regular driver in place of Bombardier Wright, who seems to have careless moments.’

‘Ye gods,’ said Major Lucas, ‘I can’t believe my ears. How would you like me to report you to Captain Miller, with a recommendation to reduce you to the ranks for impertinence?’

‘I should hope, sir, that you would remember you asked me to say what I thought.’

‘I didn’t ask you to give me a lecture, Sergeant Adams. Damn me if you don’t take the biscuit.’ A helpless little grin touched the Major’s mouth. What a Tartar she was, afraid neither of Mars nor his gruesome war machines, and intimidated neither by sergeant-majors nor demanding officers. ‘Are there any others like you in your family?’

‘Of course not,’ said Eloise, ‘I am the only one who is myself.’

‘Just as well, I’d say,’ said Major Lucas. He conceded, however, that she had good reason to worry about the air raids, for her stepmother had been among the fatal victims of a daylight raid. She had been upset for many days after attending the funeral. ‘No, forget I said that, Sergeant Adams.’

‘Very well, sir,’ she said. ‘But I would like you to know I take after my English father. We are both very agreeable people.’

‘What can I say to that?’ asked Major Lucas. He knew her father was on the staff of General Sir Henry Simms. She hadn’t failed to let him know that. ‘Well, I will say that as soon as you receive your certificate, you’ll become my official driver.’

‘I’m confident, sir, of being an improvement on Bombardier Wright,’ said Eloise.

‘Competence, Sergeant Adams, is all I ask for,’ he said. He had talked with Captain Miller about her, and they both agreed she was officer material. Captain Miller, however, insisted she would not recommend Sergeant Adams until she had acquired a proper regard for the King’s Regulations. Major Lucas made no comment on that, since he knew that under certain circumstances he himself was inclined to dump the more pettifogging rules and regulations. ‘Hitler’s Germans are cursedly competent, and we’ve got to match them.’

‘Very well, sir,’ said Eloise, ‘I shall be as cursedly competent as I can.’

‘You will, will you?’

‘Sir, I only—’

‘Repeated what I said? I know that, I heard you.’ Major Lucas had a distinct feeling she often got the better of him. It didn’t upset him. He was more inclined to laugh. ‘Sometimes, Sergeant Adams, I’m not sure what to do with you.’

‘Really, sir, I know what my duty is, to do the best I can for my father’s country and my mother’s country,’ said Eloise, who had volunteered for the ATS at the expense of her job with the French Embassy.

‘I believe you,’ he said. He knew she was quick, efficient and unflappable. She simply had an overdone air of self-importance. From what she had said on some occasions this seemed to stem from her belief that as the daughter of a French mother and an English father she was exceptional. She had more than once said her English father was very exceptional, and that she took after him. There were no half-measures about Sergeant Eloise Adams’s belief in herself. ‘However, don’t always say what you think to your officers or mine. I’m less touchy myself.’

‘I cannot comment, sir.’

‘Not much you can’t,’ he said.

‘Really, sir, you make it most awkward for me to say anything at all.’

‘Damned if I’ve noticed it,’ he said.

‘Am I allowed to ask you not to swear at me, sir?’ she said.

‘Swear? Who’s swearing? I’m the soul of moderation. However, conduct yourself blamelessly, and perhaps sometime in the future you’ll be recommended for a commission. It’s entirely up to you.’

Eloise, who naturally thought herself worth a commission, said, ‘I always conduct myself blamelessly.’

Major Lucas let the ghost of a smile touch his mouth.

‘If Captain Miller comes to be convinced of that,’ he said, ‘you’ll get your recommendation, and I’ll back it up. It might mean we’ll lose you, but it wouldn’t be fair to stand in your way.’

‘Sir, what do you mean, the battery will lose me?’ asked Eloise, feeling alarmed.

‘If the selection board finds in your favour, it’s very unlikely you’ll return to us. It’s not the usual thing to post a newly-commissioned ATS officer back to her previous unit.’

‘Well, I object to that silly rule very much,’ said Eloise, ‘and won’t obey it.’

‘Great balls of fire,’ said Major Lucas, ‘have I got a French prima donna dancing a fandango in front of my eyes?’

‘I’m Anglo-French, sir, with a British passport,’ said Eloise, ‘and I won’t accept a commission unless I’m allowed to return to this battery.’

‘Did you say you won’t, Sergeant Adams?’

‘Yes, sir, I did,’ said Eloise.

‘Jesus give me strength,’ he said.

‘Amen,’ said Eloise.

Major Lucas strangled a cough and looked for a moment as if he was going to give up. Then he said, ‘It could be arranged.’

‘Then really, sir, I don’t know why you’re arguing,’ said Eloise.

‘I thought all the arguments were coming from you, Sergeant Adams,’ he said.

‘I’m sure you are mistaken,’ said Eloise, her English always precise, but very fluent.

‘I’ll pass that over,’ said Major Lucas. ‘That’s all. Dismiss, Sergeant Adams.’

‘Thank you, sir,’ said Eloise. She saluted and left. Major Lucas smiled. His temper had cooled. Sergeant Eloise Adams was always a star turn.

He smiled again, then picked up his cane and left his office. He had an appointment with his gunnery officers and their gun crews on the firing range in the bleakest area of the moors. He was likely to instil the fear of God into any gunner not putting one hundred and one per cent into his training programme. He was also likely to do some swearing about the fact that new heavy artillery had still not arrived, although he knew the British Army in Egypt had prior claim at the moment.


Chapter Four

AT HOME, CHINESE Lady wasn’t quite sure whether to go out and do some shopping or to stay and listen to the wireless. Not that she was attached to the wireless. Far from it. In her opinion, nothing good had come out of it since her husband Edwin bought it some years ago. Right from its inception, it acquired the habit of delivering the kind of news that upset her, more particularly when it began to refer almost daily to that loud shouting German, Adolf Hitler, the most aggravating man Chinese Lady had ever imagined. She felt from the start that he’d cause trouble, and she said so, repeatedly. But no-one took any notice of her, of course, and now look, the country was at war with Germany again and the blessed wireless was more upsetting than ever, especially about these air raids.

In Chinese Lady’s opinion, it had only twice given out welcome news since the beginning of the war, first about the amazing Dunkirk evacuation, and then when it announced details of a daring escape from France by a British soldier. The soldier was her grandson Bobby, and he’d made his escape with the help of a young Frenchwoman. They had actually spoken on the wireless, and Chinese Lady could hardly believe what she was hearing. It was as if the contraption had turned over a new leaf.

It hadn’t. It soon went back to its dismal ways. This morning, for instance, it was going on and on about how shocking last night’s air raid had been. It was almost mesmerizing her with its gloominess. She and her husband Edwin had been in their Anderson shelter nearly all night, which she heartily disliked. No-one had the right to deliberately drop bombs on innocent civilians and make others spend their nights in uncomfortable shelters. Trust Hitler to act like a heathen. He was as much responsible for the death of her daughter-in-law Emily, during a daylight air raid in August, as the Germans who dropped the fatal bomb. The Lord would find Hitler out one day.

Chinese Lady, now sixty-four but with very few tints of grey in her brown hair, still had a decidedly Victorian approach to life. But although she could be old-fashioned and admonishing, she had never expressed hate for anyone, being inclined to put the worst faults of people down to unfortunate upbringings. She had, however, found exceptions in Hitler and his clique of German warmongers. She not only hated them, she seriously questioned the Lord’s judgement in allowing them to be born. I never ever believed the Almighty could make that kind of mistake, she had said to her eldest son Boots just before his last home leave ended. Well, perhaps even the Almighty sleeps at times, perhaps some mistakes creep past Him when He’s tucked down and dreaming of His favourite angels, said Boots. I hope you’re not being irreverent, said Chinese Lady. No, just finding an excuse for our Maker, said Boots. Well, something must have gone wrong when He made that German lot, said Chinese Lady, they’re downright evil and ought to be put where they could only be evil to each other. Say in a lifeboat without food and water? suggested Boots. Chinese Lady asked if that would finish them off. Yes, said Boots, that lot are the kind who’d happily eat each other, and they’d dine on Goering, the fat one, first.

Hitler and his warmongers were responsible for so many of her family being in uniform. There was Boots to start with, and both his daughters, Rosie and Eloise. And his son Tim. Then there was Lizzy’s eldest son Bobby, her son-in-law Nick Harrison, and her daughter Emma’s fiancé, Jonathan Hardy. As if that wasn’t enough, Susie’s brother Freddy and her brother-in-law Horace Cooper were also serving.

As for these nightly air raids, people weren’t safe anywhere in London, not even in the Denmark Hill area or places like Norbury and Streatham. She and her husband Edwin were still grievously upset about Emily’s death. But life had to go on, and they were doing all they could to come to terms with the loss, like the rest of the family. It was a kind of consolation knowing that Lizzy’s younger daughter Emma, eighteen, was to marry that very upstanding Sussex-born young man, Jonathan Hardy. The wedding would take place as soon as Jonathan could get seven days leave, although that might not be too soon because the Army was undergoing a lot of very serious training. It seemed that after Dunkirk, Prime Minister Churchill wanted every officer and every soldier to be given a new kind of training, one that would make every man a lot more competent and a lot tougher. Leave was being granted to only a few until they were all turned into efficient men of iron. Well, that was what Jonathan kept telling Emma in his letters. Emma said she didn’t know how she was going to cope with Jonathan as a man of iron, that she preferred him as a happy-go-lucky bloke.

Emma was doing her bit for the country in an unexpected way. She had thought about following Rosie and Eloise into the ATS, but after a successful interview for a shorthand-typist’s job at the War Office in September, she was now working there. It was Chinese Lady’s husband, Edwin Finch, who had secured the interview for Emma. Emma had told her grandparents she wasn’t really all that keen on joining the Army.

‘Well, I’m pleased to hear you say so, Emma,’ said Chinese Lady at the time. ‘It’s unnatural for young ladies to be soldiers, and it’s been a grief to me that Rosie and Eloise actually went and volunteered.’

‘Oh, Rosie had to, Grandma,’ said Emma, ‘she was never going to let Uncle Boots fight the war without her.’

‘Rosie’s old enough to have left that sort of thing behind her ages ago,’ said Chinese Lady.

‘What sort of thing?’ asked Mr Finch.

‘She shouldn’t still be hero-worshippin’ Boots,’ said Chinese Lady. ‘That was all right when she was a schoolgirl, but not now she’s a grown woman that ought to be married. I’ve never heard before of any grown-up daughter going off to war with her father.’

‘I’ve always seen Rosie and Boots as inseparable,’ said Mr Finch.

‘More so now that poor Aunt Emily has gone,’ said Emma, ‘and I don’t think Rosie will actually have to fire any guns, Grandma.’

‘I should hope not,’ said Chinese Lady. ‘If it ever happened, Edwin, I’d want you to speak to the Government about it. As it is, I’m only thankful Rosie was such a help and comfort to Boots when he lost Emily. I don’t know how he’d have managed without her.’

‘Exactly, Maisie,’ said Mr Finch.

‘Yes, exactly, Grandma,’ said Emma.

‘Exactly what?’ asked Chinese Lady.

‘Rosie and Boots harmonize,’ said Mr Finch.

‘That’s no excuse for Rosie goin’ off to fight the war with him,’ said Chinese Lady a little peevishly. ‘And I was shocked when Eloise joined the Army too. I must say it’s a relief you don’t want to, Emma.’

‘I may have to one day, Grandma,’ said Emma, ‘or I’ll find myself being directed into war factory work.’

‘Emma, I think I may be able to help,’ said Mr Finch, and was as good as his word. For over two months now, Emma, classified as a temporary Civil Servant, had been working at the War Office surrounded by sandbags.

There was yet one more thing occupying Chinese Lady’s ever-active mind. Boots’s intentions regarding Polly Simms. She had spoken to him after he’d had a meeting with Polly in Ruskin Park during his leave.

She met him in the hall when he returned. No-one else was there. Rosie, also on leave, was out with her Aunt Lizzy, and Edwin was in London, still working for a Government department, despite wanting to retire.

‘You’re back, I see, Boots,’ she said.

‘Hello, old lady,’ he said, smiling.

‘I don’t know how many times I’ve told you not to call me old lady,’ she complained.

‘Bad habit of mine,’ said Boots. Curiosity uppermost, she examined him with a searching eye. The eldest of her sons, she conceded he had more of his father’s looks than Tommy or Sammy. His father, her first husband, Daniel Adams, had been an Army corporal in the Royal West Kent Regiment, and a very arresting man to look at. Tall, firm of body and muscle, with fine and clear grey eyes. Boots was all that himself, except that his left eye was impaired, a result of the 1914–18 War.

‘Miss Simms called,’ she said.

‘Yes, I know,’ he said, placing his hat on the hall-stand.

‘She wanted to see you, so I told her you’d gone to the park. She found you there, did she, Boots?’ Chinese Lady put the question quite gently.

‘Let’s talk in the kitchen,’ said Boots.

‘I’ll put the kettle on for a cup of tea,’ she said. Boots smiled as he followed her into the kitchen. A thousand family discussions, in good times and bad, had taken place over his mother’s never-failing teapot. While she was preparing one more pot, he stood at the kitchen window, looking out over the garden, which on that particular day in November was showing quite green under some welcome if unseasonable sunshine. He thought of Emily and Polly, Emily now gone and Polly vital with life. Would it be unfair to the dead to take up with the living? He did not positively think so, but it was on his mind. They had talked in the park, he and Polly, and he had made a promise to her. His mother broke into his reflections. ‘Sit down, Boots.’

He sat down with her at the kitchen table and she poured the hot golden tea.

‘You want to know about Polly,’ he said.

‘I want to know about both of you,’ said Chinese Lady.

‘Well, how would you feel if I married her?’ asked Boots.

‘It wouldn’t surprise me, but I’d feel shocked if you married her tomorrow,’ said Chinese Lady.

‘So would everyone else, I daresay,’ said Boots. ‘But you’re not against the idea of Polly as a new daughter-in-law?’

‘No, Boots, I’m not against it,’ said Chinese Lady, ‘but I’m blessed if I know what the fam’ly’s goin’ to think about a son of mine marrying the daughter of Sir Henry and Lady Simms. It’s a mystery to me, I’m sure, how it’s come about that Miss Simms, who’s aristocratic and looks it, is willing. Still, as long as it’s not tomorrow or next week, I don’t see that anyone can object serious, except Lizzy might. Lizzy might say you’re not showing respect for Em’ly’s memory unless you wait a decent while, which I’m sure you will.’

‘Sometime in March, say?’ suggested Boots.

‘Well, you’re both not young any more, Boots, so no-one would expect a long wait, especially as there’s this war and all the bombing.’ Chinese Lady was conducting her part in the discussion with unusual quietness. ‘But I can’t help reminding you that Polly’s upper class.’

‘That means nothing to Polly,’ said Boots.

‘Well, I will say she’s never come among us with her nose in the air,’ said Chinese Lady. ‘All the same, I don’t know if she’ll fit in, she’s not like Vi or Susie.’

‘That’s the only thing worrying you?’ said Boots.

‘She’s fitted in as a fam’ly friend,’ said Chinese Lady, ‘but will it be easy for her fittin’ in as my new daughter-in-law?’

‘Well,’ smiled Boots, ‘I can tell you she won’t call you Mum, as Vi and Susie do, she’ll call you Maisie.’

‘Now, Boots, this isn’t the time for any of your airy-fairy remarks.’

‘Nothing airy-fairy about that, old lady. Polly asked me to ask you if you’ll mind. She thinks she’s too old and you’re too young at heart for her to call you Mum.’

‘And I don’t suppose Polly’s kind ever say Mum to their mothers,’ said Chinese Lady. ‘Still, it’s like her to be compliment’ry to me. I must say she’s always been that way, and I did tell her I understood about her feelings for you, I did understand that with Emily gone she would want to know about your feelings for her. And I couldn’t see you staying a widower for the rest of your life. Boots, is marrying her what you want?’

‘It’s what we both want, old lady,’ said Boots, ‘and what we also want is your blessing.’

‘Well, I think Em’ly would like you to be happy,’ said Chinese Lady, even if she also thought Emily’s ghost might wince a bit that he’d chosen Polly. ‘So you’ve got my blessing, Boots.’ She reached across the table to lightly pat his hand. ‘Now you’ll have to tell the rest
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